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Communication

According to Plato, “The beginning is
the most important part of the work.”

On April 30, 1492, King Ferdinand and
Queen Elizabeth of Castile, Spain, issued
a charter and provided Christopher
Columbus with the necessary vessels and
men to discover and subdue islands and a
continent. The expedition charter was the
realization of Columbus’ dream; after
many years of work, he convinced the
monarchy of the benefits of the project,
and they sponsored his endeavor with
resources. Additionally, based on the
potential danger, they agreed to reward
him after the successful conquest with a
promotion to admiral and governor. This
historic project charter resulted in the dis-
covery of America and remarkable riches
for the project sponsors, project manager,
and Spain.

Unfortunately, this project success
story is the exception, not the norm.
Based on many research studies and pub-
lic project failures, many projects fail due
to a variety of reasons such as poor defi-
nition, poor planning, lack of commit-
ment, etc., causing organizations to lose
billons of dollars, customers, and time.

In 1994, the Standish Group, a project
management and information technology
company, published its landmark, original
“Chaos Report” [1] finding that American
companies wasted $81 billion on canceled
information technology projects. In its
2001 updated research, the Standish
Group found that executive support is the
most critical factor to project success.
Companies that practiced senior manage-
ment support of projects were more like-
ly to achieve positive results and reduce
problems throughout the project life
cycle. Additionally, projects that did not
have proper sponsorship – but were still
continued – delivered such poor function-
ality that most users would not count
them as successful projects.

One recent, high-profile failure is the
Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI)
Virtual Case File (VCF) project that wast-
ed more than $170 million of taxpayer
money; it is beset with cost, schedule, and
technical problems, and is still not fielded.
VCF is the case management system com-

ponent of the FBI’s information technol-
ogy upgrade program known as Trilogy.
In February 2005, the Department of
Justice Office of the Inspector General
found that “FBI management did not
exercise adequate control over the Trilogy
project and its evolution in the early years
of the project” [2]. Despite good inten-
tions, the lack of proper project manage-
ment controls and processes doomed this
effort. Unfortunately, the FBI and numer-
ous other companies and organizations
make similar errors in problem initiation,
which results in wasting precious
resources and not achieving organization-
al goals.

This article describes a proven solu-
tion that improves project success
through better communication, defined
roles, and confirmed stakeholder buy-in
before a project starts. The solution is a
project charter. A charter is a tool that
obtains commitment from all affected
groups and individuals associated with a
project.

The American Heritage Dictionary
describes a charter as “any written instru-
ment given as evidence of agreement,
transfer, or contract” [3]. The word char-
ter originated from the Latin word, char-
tula, which meant paper. I define a project
charter as a written agreement developed
and coordinated by the customer organi-
zation, the organization providing the
service or product, and other key stake-
holders. A charter authorizes a project,
and ensures that necessary resources and
management commitments are provided

to achieve success. It is a tool to obtain
commitment and ensure understanding of
roles and responsibilities from all affected
groups for a project before it starts. A
project charter is a formal agreement that
ensures project stakeholders share a com-
mon understanding of why the project is
being done, the timeframe, deliverables,
boundaries, and responsibilities. The proj-
ect charter addresses the following:
• Roles, responsibilities, activities.
• Project management framework.
• Management commitments.
• Stakeholders and partners.
• Customer success criteria.

The project charter provides a consol-
idated and summary-level overview of the
project. It allows all stakeholders to agree
on and document project scope, objec-
tives, timeframe approach, and deliver-
ables. The project charter is one of the
first steps in the project planning process
following completion of the project initi-
ation phase. The project charter should
not be confused with the investment busi-
ness case (IBC). The IBC should already
be completed, and the investment deci-
sion to proceed with a project should be
taken before a project charter.

A project charter is also not a project
plan. A project plan is more detailed and
comes later in the project cycle. The proj-
ect plan is a comprehensive plan that pulls
together all the outputs of project plan-
ning activities, which include project
scope, project activities, activity sequence,
activity durations, resources required for
activities, project schedule, cost estima-
tion, spending plan, and a quality plan.

The project charter is an effective
planning tool used in the project initiation
phase and is a communication tool that
can be continually referenced. It is both a
quick reference guide and an executive
summary of what the project is about,
why it is being done, who is involved,
roles and responsibilities, schedule, and
general approach. It also helps new proj-
ect team members get familiarized with
the project more quickly – all in one con-
venient document.

The project charter does not normally
change through the project life cycle. It is
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created at the beginning of the effort,
approved by key stakeholders, and signed
before work starts on a project. Many
smart organizations have implemented a
no-charter, no-project policy to improve
efficiency and ensure management com-
mitment. The project charter captures the
rationale and agreement for the project at
the time of initiation, providing a baseline
with a specific date, signatures, and for-
mal organizational sponsorship.

The project charter is a single refer-
ence about the project regarding planning
and initiation. Of course, the project
charter could be updated later in the proj-
ect cycle if all parties agree to new
updates. However, its primary purpose is
project authorization and kickoff. It pro-
vides information about scope, objectives,
deliverables, risks, and other issues. It lays
the foundation for how the project will be
structured and managed in terms of
change control, oversight risk, and issue
resolution.

The Project Management Institute
(PMI) has created a reference guide called
“A Guide to the Project Management
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK Guide)”
[4] that provides generally accepted
knowledge and practices used in the proj-
ect management profession. The
PMBOK describes the project charter as
“a document that formally authorizes a
project.” The project charter addresses
important aspects of a project, and can be
linked to all nine knowledge areas that are
listed in the PMBOK. PMI recognizes the
importance and utility of the project char-
ter and considers it a best practice.

Benefits 
The project charter provides a consolidat-
ed and summary-level overview of the
project. It allows all stakeholders to agree
on and document project scope, objec-
tives, approach timeframe, and deliver-
ables. Collaboration and consensus by all
key project participants is the goal. It also
captures the agreed-upon communica-
tions plan, control mechanisms, funding,
and responsibilities of team members. It
is the fundamental communications tool
within the project environment. The proj-
ect charter is a stakeholders’ agreement,
providing the written authorization to
proceed with a project. It provides a his-
torical record that can ensure unity of
effort and defuse conflict.

Leading organizations and seasoned
project managers know the power of a
well-written project charter. For example,
in a heated discussion during a project’s
monthly status review, I was once chal-
lenged as the project manager by an exec-

utive on the availability of engineering
staff to support a $4 million campus fiber
optic cable installation project. Instead of
reacting to the harangue, I responded to
the inquiry calmly by simply showing the
project charter and pointing out where his
director of engineering had agreed to
provide the necessary trained installers
and equipment to support the schedule.
Reluctantly, the executive agreed that his
organization was responsible for this
work and would accomplish the task on
schedule. My boss, the chief information
officer, was also at the meeting, and was a
project stakeholder. He smiled at me
knowing that we had done our homework
by getting the necessary signatures on the
project charter. This diffused a potential
political turf battle. The project charter
helped our team complete our project on
time, on budget, and to specification,
greatly enhancing our automation net-
work and bandwidth service to more than
2,000 users.

A project charter provides the addi-
tional following benefits:
• Defined roles and responsibilities.
• Better project sponsorship.
• Senior management commitment.
• Improved project management pro-

cesses.
• Increased probability of project suc-

cess.
The development of the project char-

ter is a collaborative activity; any one
party should not do it in isolation since it
outlines an agreement between the proj-
ect stakeholders of what the project will
deliver and how. The project manager has
ultimate responsibility for ensuring the
project charter is developed, coordinated,
and approved. Project charters can have
different formats, levels of detail, and sec-
tions. The time it takes to prepare a proj-
ect charter depends on the organization,
specifics included in the document, and
internal procedures. It requires time to
create; the time invested up front will save
lots of time and reduce confusion later
due to improved coordination and com-
munication. Each organization and proj-
ect manager can tailor the charter to
describe and fit the project as appropriate.
Based on experience and research, I rec-
ommend the following 14 areas be
addressed in a project charter:

1. Project Name
The project name identifies the unique
project.

2. Project Purpose
The project purpose is a brief executive
summary description of the project

describing the reason for the project,
background, intent, and expectations. The
purpose describes the business or organi-
zational need for the project. The follow-
ing example of a project purpose
describes the organizational rationale for
starting a project:

Internet electronic commerce, e-
commerce, is used daily by con-
sumers and businesses worldwide
to safely buy and sell goods and
services. The proposed cost sav-
ings and productivity improve-
ments that can be achieved by e-
commerce are substantial. For this
reason, the E-Commerce Project is
being initiated to evaluate specifi-
cally how our organization can
take advantage of these benefits,
and to identify infrastructure and
procedures that may be required to
adopt this technology. This six-
month project will result in a bet-
ter understanding by our organiza-
tion of the benefits and require-
ments for operating in an electron-
ic commerce environment.

3. Project Scope
The project scope identifies the bound-
aries for the project and the product or
service that will be provided. The project
scope identifies what work will be per-
formed and clearly identifies what is in
scope and what is not in scope.

4. Project Objectives
Project objectives identify what the proj-
ect is intended to achieve in business and
technical terms, including the benefits and
efficiencies to be gained. Areas that proj-
ect objectives might address include oper-
ational improvements, enhanced readi-
ness, productivity improvements, market
opportunities, etc. All objectives should
be based on the SMART goal setting
technique: SMART is a mnemonic that
stands for the following:
• Specific.
• Measurable.
• Agreed.
• Realistic.
• Time constrained.

5. Roles and Responsibilities
Roles and responsibilities are specific
positions within the project, which are
assigned unique authorities and duties.
Four roles and responsibilities that must
be identified are the project sponsor, proj-
ect manager, customer, and project team.
There may be other roles and responsibil-
ities such as finance, engineering, con-
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tracts, etc. that may need to be considered
and included based on your organization-
al environment.

Sponsor
The sponsor is an organizational leader
who commits political capital, resources,
and time in support of the project. The
sponsor is normally from senior manage-
ment and is often the project champion.
The project sponsor maintains ultimate
authority over and responsibility for the
project. Ideally, the sponsor should be
able to make 75 percent of the decisions
without getting additional approvals from
executive management. The sponsor is
the arbitrator who resolves conflicts
between stakeholders and organizational
departments to support the project team.

Project Manager
The project manager has overall responsi-
bility for the project’s success and reports
to the project sponsor. The project man-
ager manages the project on a day-to-day
basis, coordinates all activities, and
approves work products. It is important
to list the project manager’s authority and
boundaries. The project manager devel-
ops and executes the project charter and
project plan.

Customer
The customer will be the beneficiary and
receive the results of your project; a cus-
tomer could be a person or organization.
The customer representative is the voice
of the customer and represents users and
customers to ensure that their equities are
addressed.

Project Team
The project team consists of core func-
tional and technical team members work-
ing together to produce project deliver-
ables and work packages. The stakeholder
team consists of individuals and organiza-
tions that will be affected by the project
and have a vested interest in the project’s
success. The stakeholder team ensures all
business and technical requirements are
addressed, reviews project status, pro-
vides feedback to the project team, and
reviews project deliverables.

6. Project Approach
The project approach identifies the gener-
al strategy for completing the project and
explains methods and processes that will
be used. It describes the project team
structure and outlines the project plan. A
high-level project schedule with milestone
dates and control gates should also be
included. Identify any key interdependen-

cies, personnel, and relationships outside
the control of the project team that will
affect project success such as dependent
architecture projects. Address how deci-
sion making will be done. Include your
communications strategy, including how
the project team will communicate and
get the word out, i.e., meetings, e-mail,
Web site, etc. If you have a tentative idea
of the project completion date, include it
in this section.

7. Project Deliverables
This section provides a list of all deliver-
ables that will be generated both during
and upon completion of the project,
along with milestones with dates. A high-
level summary of all major deliverables
should also be provided. Every deliver-
able should provide a description of its
quality objective and approval require-
ment. All deliverables must be specific
and measurable, and there should be an
ability to measure the quality of the deliv-
erable. For example, weekly project status
reports provided to the project sponsor,
project team, and stakeholder team
improve communication and customer
satisfaction by keeping everyone
informed of progress.

8. Constraints and Assumptions
Constraints and assumptions identify lim-
itations considering the current and
future environment the project must sup-
port. These factors will influence many
project decisions and strategies.
Dependencies outside of the project
manager’s control should be identified.
For example, activities to be performed
by a client or subcontractor required to
support the project must be documented.
Beware of scope creep and new require-
ments. As the FBI’s VCF project demon-
strated, an organization should not solely
rely on a prime contractor for due dili-
gence and assumptions. Unfortunately,
there is often a conflict of interest. The
potential impact of each constraint and
assumption, both positive and negative,
should be identified.

9. References
Identify any documents, decisions, or ref-
erences that were used in developing the
project charter. Include the date, author,
and other information to describe the
citation.

10.Terminology
Describe any unique terms or acronyms
that will be used within the project. Terms
that may be new or confusing to project
stakeholders should be clearly explained.

Avoid technical jargon and buzzwords.
When in doubt, spell it out.

11. Risk Management
Identify risks associated with the project
and the actions that can be taken during
project execution to minimize impact.
Mitigation strategies and planned re-
sponse approaches should also be identi-
fied. What are your contingency plans to
deal with the unexpected?

12. Project Facilities and Resources
The project’s requirements for funding,
facilities, resources, office space, comput-
er equipment, office equipment, unique
security requirements, and support tools
should be identified. As they say in
Hollywood, “Show me the money.” You
should include your tentative budget here
so the organization can plan, prioritize,
and provide your project with sufficient
funding for success. Other areas such as
training, quality assurance, and documen-
tation should also be considered.
Responsibilities for coordination and res-
olution of these issues should be clearly
assigned. Any service-level agreement or
support arrangement should be docu-
mented.

13. Performance Measures
The project should identify its success cri-
teria. List the agreed-upon methods for
assessing whether project goals were
achieved. Performance measures use
measurable criteria that should be satisfied
before the project is considered complete.

14. Approval
This section identifies the names and
roles of all key stakeholders, including the
project sponsor, project manager, the cus-
tomer representative, and other key proj-
ect personnel. All key stakeholders should
sign and date the project charter to docu-
ment the agreement, ensure buy-in, and
provide written authorization for the
project to begin.

Summary
A project charter is your insurance policy
to get management commitment, re-
sources, and stakeholder buy-in to ensure
success. Another selling point for a proj-
ect charter is that it helps executives and
organizations in delegating authority and
responsibility to a project manager. It
encourages project managers and func-
tional managers to work together and
help resolve conflicts at the lowest orga-
nizational level since specific roles are
identified early in the project life cycle. A
project charter is a proven technique to



properly initiate your project in preparing
for tomorrow’s achievements. A project
charter is an effective tool that can assist
organizations and project managers with
delivering projects more successfully. An
anonymous proverb sums it up: “The
faintest ink is more powerful than the
strongest memory.”u
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The Myers & Briggs
Foundation
www.myersbriggs.org
The mission of the Myers & Briggs
Foundation is to continue the pioneering
work of Katharine Cook Briggs and
Isabel Briggs Myers in the field of psy-
chological type, especially the ethical and
accurate use of the Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator (MBTI) instrument. The pur-
pose of the MBTI personality inventory
is to make the theory of psychological
types described by C.G. Jung under-
standable and useful in people’s lives.
The essence of the theory is that much
seemingly random variation in behavior
is actually quite orderly and consistent,
being due to basic differences in the way
individuals prefer to use their perception
and judgment.

Effective
Communication.org –
E-mail Resource Center
www.effectivecommunication.org
The Effective Communication.org – E-
mail Resource Center was developed by

Wayne McKinnon to answer many of
the questions about using e-mail systems
that he encounters when giving presenta-
tions throughout the world. The site
explains how e-mail communication dif-
fers from other forms of communication,
and how it can be used most effectively.
McKinnon also offers a free newsletter of
additional e-mail insights and answers.

National Institute of
Standards and Technology
www.nist.gov
The National Institute of Standards and
Technology (NIST) is a non-regulatory
federal agency within the U.S. Com-
merce Department’s Technology Admin-
istration. NIST’s mission is to develop
and promote measurement, standards,
and technology to enhance productivity,
facilitate trade, and improve the quality
of life. The new technologies that are
determining the global winners in the
early 21st century – biotechnology, nan-
otechnology, information technology,
and advanced manufacturing – depend
on NIST-developed tools.
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